Library services to external students from Australian universities: the influence of flexible delivery upon traditional service provision by Middleton, Michael R. & Peacock, Judith A.
Library services to external students   0 
This is a pre-print of the paper following refereeing that was accepted for dual 
publication by Haworth Press and may be cited as follows: 
Middleton, M., & Peacock, J. (2000). Library services to external students from 
Australian universities: the influence of flexible delivery upon traditional service 
provision. Reference Librarian 33(69/70), 205-217[ISSN: 0276-3877 ], or in  Sarkodie-
Mensah (Ed.)(2000) Reference services for the adult learner. Binghampton, NY: 
Haworth pp. 205-217 [ISBN 0-7890-0990-0]). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Library services to external students   1 
Library services to external students from Australian universities: the influence of flexible delivery upon traditional 
service provision. 
 
Michael Middleton and Judith Peacock 
The authors are respectively Senior Lecturer, School of Information Systems, and Reference Librarian, Gardens 
Point Library, Queensland University of Technology, 2 George Street, Brisbane, Queensland, AUSTRALIA. 
 
m.middleton@qut.edu.au   j.peacock@qut.edu.au 
Ph: +61 7 3864-2870   Ph: +61 7 3864 2988 
Fax: +61 7 3864-1969   Fax: +61 7 3864 5191 
 
Abstract 
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Keywords 
Distance education; Higher education; Academic libraries; World Wide Web; Educational change; Adult education; 
Library role; Open universities; Australia; User needs information 
 
Acknowledgments 
Our thanks to Tony Cavanagh, Christine Cother, Jo Kellett, Olga Lipsky, Susan Lutley, Jenny McCarthy, Jennifer 
Redding and Mary Anne Secker for discussions and input into this paper. 
Library services to external students   2 
Library services to external students from Australian universities: the influence of flexible delivery upon traditional 
service provision. 
 
 
Introduction 
Within the last decade we have seen rapid expansion of facilities for remote provision of education. In the 
higher education sector, the accompanying procedures have been variously called external studies, open learning, 
distance education, off-campus instruction and flexible delivery. Much endeavour has been devoted to making 
definitional distinctions, and to determining the effectiveness with which they may be undertaken.  
 
These educational approaches all assume a greater reliance upon resource-based independent learning with an 
expectation that libraries or resource centres will complement educational materials.  Libraries themselves must 
reconcile limited funding for acquisition with a greater diversity of information sources, notably those that may be 
delivered digitally. 
  
Life long learning is a common contemporary social and political aspiration. It brings with it attendant 
pressures on the more mature members of society to re-enter what, for many, are educational structured and 
administered quite differently to those of previous experience. Learning characteristics of adults have been identified 
to the extent that educational processes may be tailored to their needs. As most participants in distance education are 
adults, such refinements must also incorporate appropriate and timely methods of information resource provision and 
service delivery. 
 
Distance education is long established in the Australian university environment – hardly surprising, considering 
the size and population distribution within the country.  For example in 1910 the University of Queensland followed 
the lead of the University of London and provided distance education opportunities for teachers (Australia. National 
Board of Employment, Education and Training, 1992). 
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Here we investigate, within the Australian university sector, the way in which distance education has been 
advanced within a framework of resource and service provision that is integrated with learning management with 
reference to the learner as adult. 
 
Adult Learning 
Educators have been at some pains to distinguish the special characteristics and needs of adult learners. If a 
tertiary level student enrolled in conventional mode may be reckoned as relatively young, studying full time, having 
good access to academic staff, and attending tutorials and lectures in the customary manner, then adult learners will 
be upwards of their mid-twenties, studying part time, and often making use of educational materials that give them 
greater flexibility of learning styles. 
 
The features that distinguish adults as learners have been widely discussed in the educational literature. They may 
be described in summary as: (a) self-direction that provides a degree of autonomy of pursuit of knowledge within a 
critical framework; (b) collaborative approaches using the experience of peers as a resource; (c) motivational factors 
such as progress towards well-defined goals; (d) incorporation of new material within an existing framework of 
comprehension; (e) using their own experience as a resource, and (f) competing study time, workplace and domestic 
priorities. 
 
As adults have multiple roles, responsibilities and opportunities, they exhibit an orientation to education and 
learning singularly different to that of the adolescent learner. Since they often involve themselves in learning of their 
own volition, their motivation may be in accord with long range goals, and be applied to specific problems. However, it 
is doubtful that the reaction against perpetuation of upper middle class values by the higher education system that 
precipitated adult learning in England (Trump, interviewed by Scott, 1988) continues to be a specific force. In Australia 
at least, labour force reform, in conjunction with initiatives of earlier governments to create a multi-skilled workforce, 
has had a significant bearing. 
Library services to external students   4 
 
The accumulated and consolidated life experience of adults may itself be a threat to self-concept if the learning 
experience promotes a transformation away from the foundation of past experience on which self-concept is based. This 
reserve of experience makes adult learners themselves important learning resources. However, they may not have the 
level of self-understanding to embark upon an unsettling process of learning that can take them away from the comfort 
of the known and understandable, to the insecurities that may be associated with assimilation of new knowledge. 
 
Adult physical, psychological and social developmental changes will influence their receptiveness to learning. 
This may be associated with realigned personal goals associated with different family circumstances or a different 
energy level (Brookfield, 1986, p.30). 
 
In a learning context, adults are therefore more likely to: (a) plan effective use of appropriate learning 
resources; (b) establish and carry out self-directed learning plans; (c) validate their learning objectives with personal 
performance measures; (d) make use of experience for accomplishing learning objectives; (e) pursue curiosities for 
their own enlightenment; (f) anticipate their own learning needs with respect to identifiable competencies; and (g) 
accept and act upon constructive feedback on performance. 
 
These principles lend themselves to flexible delivery for which we use the definition given by Chalmers  (as 
cited in Clark & Store, 1998): ”the provision of learning and assessment opportunities in modes which serve to 
increase the degree of student control over when, where, how and at what pace they learn”. Such flexible delivery 
may of course include that to remote students.  
 
 
Distance Education and Library Role 
The ‘distance’ in education has been widely interpreted. For example, it may be psychological, economic or 
cultural and not distinguishable purely by geography (Burge, Snow & Howard, 1989); the geographic distance may 
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be quite small or, to some extent, irrelevant. In fact, over half of Australia’s ‘distance education’ students live within 
metropolitan areas (Australia. National Board of Employment, Education and Training, 1992). 
 
Irrespective, the participants in distance education have an expectation that the resource basis for their learning 
is equivalent to that of on-campus students. This places a burden on libraries to provide the resources and services 
that on-campus students seek for themselves. 
 
The part to be played by libraries has been considered in some detail in a variety of environments (Burge, Snow 
& Howard, 1989; Heery, 1996; Jagannathan, 1996; Shklanka, 1990). These writers and others emphasise: (a) the 
importance of reliable and equitable access to the resources of host institution libraries; (b) the need for development 
of course materials with reference to incorporation of resource materials; (c) the need for joint development by 
academics and librarians of course materials; (d) the need for promotion of library services; (e) the need for dialogue 
between learners and instructors to be supported by organised mechanisms for information access; (f) the need to 
carry out evaluation of library resource provision as part of course evaluation; and (g) the need for evaluation of 
library system utilisation. 
 
An example of library system evaluation is described by Wilson (1995) who measured increases in confidence 
among isolated undergraduate students in 12 study areas. Only two groups: health science and library studies, 
increased in confidence in use of remote online sources during the course of their study. This was attributed to course 
context in the case of library studies students, but was not explained in the case of health science students. Although 
work such as this give some insight to conduct of users, Burge, Snow & Howard (1986) contend that there has been 
little evidence of development of an adult-learner centred model of library use behaviour. 
 
Library Practice 
Many practical examples of library participation contribute to fulfilling their role.  Among these are: (a) 
assigning specific library positions and duties for supporting distance learners; (b) providing a service for supply of 
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materials that are complementary to course materials through post or courier; (c) making arrangements with local 
libraries such as public libraries or educational libraries, that may include joint purchasing of materials, reciprocal 
borrowing and interlending rights; (d) provision of catalogue access through networked arrangements or by access to 
local institutions that provide such access; (e) user assistance via  call centre or similar help service, allowing 
students to make requests and enquiries by post, fax or telephone; (f) searching electronic databases on behalf of 
students who then receive the results by post or email; (g) facilitation of teleconferencing or videoconferencing; (h) 
provision of photocopy vouchers; (i) provision of  training in study skills and information skills through off-campus 
centres, short residential courses, videocassette, networked material, or CD-based material for home PCs; (j) 
promotion by means of introductory material in print and digital form with contact information so that beginning 
students are given an idea of what to expect in relation to lending and access policies. 
 
An Australian survey of higher educational library support, for what were then termed external students, was 
conducted a decade ago (Croker & Grimison, 1989). The resulting document itemised services offered by 49 higher 
educational institutions that offered some form of external studies. 
 
 The data collection form that was used illuminates what might be expected from such institutions.  
Respondents were asked to indicate whether facilities provided included: (a) an answering service; (b) requests 
received by mail or telephone; (c) loans of audiovisual material, books, periodicals or prescribed texts; (d) free or 
paid photocopying services; (e) utilisation of postal service; (f) return postage paid for students; (g) 
information/referral services; (h) interlibrary loan for undergraduates and/or postgraduates; (i) online searches free or 
for a fee; and (j) service availability hours.  Figure 1 is a consolidated summary of responses to some of these data 
that we have prepared. 
 
*** TAKE IN FIGURE 1 HERE *** 
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With the restructuring of the higher education system in Australia, many of the institutions that responded to 
this survey have now been amalgamated into larger entities. In the next section we elaborate on how a number of 
them have modified services since that time. 
 
 
Recent Australian Developments 
We collected information from a number of prominent institutions involved in the area of distance education, 
and confined the survey to tertiary institutions that provide formalised distance support through their libraries. 
Although the Vocational Education and Training sector in Australia also provides significant distance education 
support through the Technical and Further Education [TAFE] institutions, we have confined our analysis to the 
universities. 
 
 Information was gathered by structured telephone interview of specialist librarians involved in distance 
education. We sought information on: (a) agreements with other libraries for local support of students; (b) library 
staff involvement with program development through acquisition of supporting resources, instructional design or 
integration of information methods into course design; (c) promotion of library use either by faculty, by librarians 
directly through courseware, or in orientation packages; (d) evaluation of resource provision, or of information 
methods within courses; (e) development of online support through networks for access to resources; (f) 
development of information skills packages; and (g) special provision for adults that takes account of motivational, 
vocational, information technology exposure or other factors thought to be distinctive. 
  
Agreements with Other Libraries. 
Australian universities provide usage and borrowing privileges to a range of external students, however 
their policies vary widely. A comparative list of such policies is available on the Internet (Deakin University, 
1998). The universities work within this policy framework, often modulated by regional arrangements such as 
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that of QULOC (Queensland University Libraries Office of Cooperation), and CAVAL (Cooperative Action 
by Victorian Academic Libraries).  
 
Arrangements with public libraries did not extend beyond interlibrary loans. Although several of the 
universities have formerly attempted specific collection maintenance within remote public libraries, most of 
these arrangements are moribund or terminal. The exigencies of supporting remote students whose locations 
vary from year to year, and of monitoring materials in collections, has meant such arrangements have not 
been viable. Collections established at other libraries have been dismissed as a consequence. 
 
While common practice relies heavily upon reciprocal arrangements for borrowing privileges, little 
provision has been allowed for on-site training in distant locations. Some use has been made of the TAFE 
Open Learning Centres for such training, but there are no formal arrangements in place. 
 
The increasing availability of public Internet resources in public libraries through government funding at 
both state and federal levels (initiatives such as the regional telecommunications infrastructure fund 
‘Networking the Nation’), has assisted access for remote students. For example, Biloela Public Library in 
central Queensland has multiple Internet workstations.  
 
Staff Involvement with Program Development. 
Librarians can make the following types of contributions in course teams: assisting the course writer(s) 
in identifying appropriate literature and network resources to support preparation of the course; providing 
advice about networked electronic resources and Internet materials to which students can have access; 
providing information literacy components of the course; providing advice about the variety of learning 
resources that may be employed in relation to the  place, mode and pace of delivery; and ensuring that staff in 
the Library know about new products and modes of delivery before student support issues arise (Clark & 
Store, 1998) 
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Most of the libraries surveyed have a structure of liaison or subject librarians within the main library 
structure. It is these librarians rather than off-campus librarians who have direct involvement in course 
development.  However, their association has been mainly to ensure that appropriate library materials are 
acquired, rather than to assist the academic teaching staff to develop course-specific packages. An exception 
to this is in the health studies area at Edith Cowan University. Although other aspirations were expressed to 
participate in package development, we did not identify any other examples, except for collaborative efforts 
with library or information studies courses. 
  
There is, however, a developing trend to devolve the instructional development, design and delivery of 
courses in distance mode to specialised work units external to faculties or libraries. These units may include 
specialist graphic designers and curriculum designers and assist in the development and delivery of print-
based materials. At QUT, this includes complete instructional and editorial assistance, desktop publishing and 
printing of course resources. As a recent phenomenon, no formal links between such services and existing 
library services have been established, and collaborative efforts appear to be at on an ad hoc basis. 
 
Promotion of Services. 
Most libraries produce packages of print material for enrolling students. These are either integrated into 
single volume introductory material, or are provided as modular fliers. This material is usually replicated on 
World Wide Web [WWW] sites with the list of contents forming links to informative material. Some libraries 
provide additional information via newsletters, either available in print or accessible online.  
 
Evaluation of Services. 
Evaluation pertaining to support resources and services provided by libraries is predominantly 
incorporated as resource provision questions under the umbrella of course evaluation. This is in addition to 
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in-house library evaluation of service support and information provision. We did not learn of any evaluations 
of organised interface provision to resources. 
      
Development of Online Support. 
 Australian universities in general make extensive use of the Internet for delivery of material.  
Universities with distance education services invariably maintain WWW pages that promote the off-campus 
service, provide information specific to distance students, provide avenues through forms, email or hyper-
links to assistance catalogues and reference services. Table 1 lists example sites for such services in Australia. 
 
*** TAKE IN TABLE 1 HERE *** 
 
This is done regardless of formal distance education procedures. Typical of such an approach is the 
Integrated Learning Environment in QUT's Faculty of Information Technology (Peacock & Middleton, 1997) 
makes use of an Internet interface integrated with CDROM material for delivery of course and learning 
materials. As do many similar universities that support distance education services, QUT Library makes no 
distinction between the online services for on- and off-campus users. 
 
Many of the services traditionally provided exclusively by External Library Services (ELS) units are 
now provided, or supported, by those other sections within the library that have extended their services via 
electronic means. External students, for example, now have comprehensive access to bibliographic databases, 
allowing for a degree of autonomy in satisfying information needs. In light of recent technological 
innovations, current services provided by such units have been adapted accordingly, with emphasis on 
alterations to administrative procedures and information provision.  
 
Extensive use is made of email as a communication tool, and distance users can also retrieve detailed 
information from the WWW pages of ELS units and lodge requests for information electronically via email or 
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web-based forms. At QUT Library, discussion lists (implementing listserv technology) have also been 
implemented to provide support for distance students. Plans for further WWW-based developments include 
utilisation of QUT Library's E-Reserve and an electronic document delivery service. At this stage it is 
envisaged that the latter will operate independently of the Regional Document Delivery Project in which the 
library also participates with neighbouring universities. However, similar user authentication procedures and 
an automated registration procedure to ensure strict adherence to copyright ordinances are envisaged.  
   
The number of external students currently make use of the electronic services is growing, and the impact 
of technology upon the role of ELS and their incorporated procedures has been significant. This is typical of 
many off-campus units, which estimate the proportion of distance students making regular Internet access at 
25-40%. With continued emphasis in the wider educational arena on electronic delivery of information, the 
Internet-based services, in tandem with traditional service provision, will continue to dictate a focus.  
   
Widespread use has been made of existing networks to mount a comprehensive selection of electronic 
databases at QUT, on CDROM or via the Internet, and all effort has been made to provide external access to 
these databases. The Library holds current subscriptions to approximately 135 databases, appropriate in 
content to support undergraduate usage through to research needs and spanning all subject disciplines.  
 
 There is also use of the network to provide reference services.  For example Deakin University library 
staff make use of concurrent session facilities on workstations to combine address and bibliographic search 
information for forwarding search results for reference queries. (Cavanagh, 1997). 
 
Information Skills Packages. 
Online provision of library instructional material for downloading and was developed in Australia by 
Open Learning Australia (1998). However the former Open Learning Library Information Service is now 
Library services to external students   12 
provided by the University of South Australia which is supplanting such packages with more up-to-date 
material. Most libraries provide general instructional material directly from library home pages with 
variations on help facilities. Some extend the use of instructional facilities with downloadable PDF files. 
Central Queensland University provides catalogue self-instruction software for downloading as executable 
files.  In some cases, computer disks that include such material as catalogue instruction are provided in 
orientation kits. 
 
Orientation sessions for distant users are provided personally by some universities.  For example the 
University of Southern Queensland employs regional liaison officers who among other things provide 
introductory library presentations. There is little evidence of extensive use of video or teleconferencing 
technologies to enhance or promote library services, although some have commenced trialing weekend and 
evening orientation sessions to provided face-to-face contact with beginning students. There is also evidence 
of specifically designed user education classes for those students located within a geographically acceptable 
distance from the home institution. 
 
Special Provision for Adults. 
It was widely acknowledged that the conventional distance learner is adult. However, there is little 
accommodation for the variable learning styles, motivational agendas and diverse experiential backgrounds of 
these students in the design, delivery and support of courses.  
 
Some universities provided specialised library facilitation for remote students.  For example the 
University of South Australia has a team dedicated to external information requests. They make use of a 
closed collection dedicated to distance students. Central Queensland University has a team of assistants who 
continually staff enquiry lines to handle requests or redirect them to appropriate Faculty librarians.  
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Nevertheless, adults are not singled out for special treatment as distance learners.  The likelihood of this 
happening would seem to be diminishing as flexible delivery lessens the distinction between on- and off-
campus delivery.    
 
Conclusion 
Burge (1991) has argued that intelligent use of technology should guide librarians toward a more sophisticated 
approach to the existing strengths, learning goals, and living and learning style preferences of distance learners as 
they cope with the stresses of their societal roles. She feels that this approach should be learner-centred and 
collaborative in nature. 
 
Academics have increasingly turned to information technology to support self-directed learning. Information 
skills are an essential component of the life-long learning process (Wilson, 1994). The wide utilisation of the Internet 
has meant that the information skills must be both about it and on it, presenting challenges to librarians in delivery of 
these information skills.  These are being addressed in a variety of stimulating ways in Australia. 
 
 The flexible delivery that the Internet enhances means that distance is less a factor in delivery of these skills. 
Increasingly the on-campus roles of reference librarians are being mirrored in support for the entire student 
population, as external services become less differentiated.  
 
 
Educational shifts in higher education impact substantially upon the teaching and learning experiences provided 
to students. The recent convergence of distance education and flexible delivery presents a major challenge to tertiary 
education, particularly in the current climate of economic rationalism. Although technological innovations are 
providing an avenue by which many of previous impediments to the efficient provision of distance education may be 
overcome, these innovations may themselves be impediments to adult learners whose prior educational experience 
has not included computer-based delivery of materials. Libraries must remain responsive to the needs of their clients 
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by demonstrating a willingness and flexibility to adopt and adapt technology into the development of flexible and 
accessible reference and instructional programs to support institutional initiatives in course delivery. 
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Table 1: Australian university distance education sites 
Institution Library Service URL 
Central Queensland University Off-Campus services http://www.library.cqu.edu.au/offcampus/ocs.htm 
Charles Sturt University Distance Education Library Services http://www.csu.edu.au/division/library/decont.htm 
Deakin University Off Campus Library Service http://www.deakin.edu.au/library/ocserv.html 
Edith Cowan University External Library Services http://www.cowan.edu.au/library/live/ext00001.htm 
Griffith University Off Campus Library Services http://medea.itc.gu.edu.au/lils/mg/distance.htm  
James Cook University  Off Campus Library Service http://www.jcu.edu.au/gen/Library/offcamp.html 
Monash University Remote Library Services Unit http://www-mugc.cc.monash.edu.au/glib/esu/flsuguide.htm 
QUT External Library Services http://wwwlib.qut.edu.au/services/external/ 
RMIT External Services http://www.lib.rmit.edu.au/external/overview.html 
University of New England Off Campus Services http://www.une.edu.au/library/ocshome.htm 
University of South Australia Distance Education Library Service http://www.unisa.edu.au/library/fds/dels/dels.htm 
University of Southern Queensland Off-Campus Library Services http://www.usq.edu.au/library/offcamp/offcamp1.htm 
UNSW. St George Campus External Services http://www.library.unsw.edu.au/~stg/extbroch.html 
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Figure 1: External services- Australian academic libraries derived from Croker 
& Grimison (1989). 
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